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Abstract 
Adaptation to the Bologna Process involved an in-depth curriculum reform in the Training Centre for the Spanish National Police
Corps. The subject “English” underwent a profound paradigm shift from general English to ESP. Needs analysis revealed the 
professional contexts in which trainee police officers would be required to use English. Target situations were identified and 
became centre stage in syllabus and materials design. Traffic interventions, suspect interviewing, detentions, citizens’ requests, 
critical incidents and international borders, were the thematic blocks in the new learner-oriented syllabus.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Universidad Pablo de Olavide. 
Keywords: target situation; needs analysis; syllabus; ESP; English for law enforcement. 
1. Foreign languages in the National Police School 
In 2006, the Training Centre for the Spanish National Police Corps (recently re-named National Police School), 
affiliated to the University of Salamanca and located in Ávila, embarked on an ambitious curriculum reform to adapt 
to the Bologna Process, implementing a student-focused approach and quality procedures (División de Formación y 
Perfeccionamiento DGP, 2006). Among others, the new curriculum highlighted a globalization criterion which 
emphasized coordinated work with international police forces, since organized crime is expanding in networks 
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beyond national borders. Police officers must also be prepared for operating under a joint command in the European 
Union. The role of foreign languages, especially English as the worldwide lingua franca, was fully acknowledged 
among the list of function-oriented skills of law enforcers.  
From a methodological point of view, the conceptual acquisition of knowledge was overcome to focus on 
selected updated operational knowledge, for which it was necessary to design a job profile diagram with the 
professional competences the contents should reflect. Therefore, the mainstream subject “English” changed its name 
to “Communication in English”, thus showing a profound paradigm shift: while the former syllabus had traditionally 
comprised both general English and ESP modules, the latter focused exclusively on the foreign language Specific 
Purposes of Law Enforcers, aiming to provide trainee officers and inspectors with the tools necessary to fulfill their 
mission in a language other than their native one. Teaching the language system was replaced by teaching the 
language use, that is, teaching a language as a communicative system. The number of students in a group was 
reduced from an average 40 – 45 to 25, greatly improving the effectiveness of the curriculum reform. 
The so-called Basic Scale and Executive Scale follow distinct training paths in the National Police School. While 
English and French are the optional foreign languages studied (in two-hour weekly periods, on a year-long basis), 
the Basic Scale (officers) only comprises one academic year, as opposed to the Executive Scale (inspectors), which 
covers two academic years, and is officially equivalent to a Master’s Degree. The syllabus is mainly the same, 
although topics are dealt with in more depth in the case of inspectors. There are also complementary intensive 
language seminars such as Arab or German. 
Fifteen of the most representative police stations in Spain were analysed in detail to determine the general tasks a 
law enforcer is bound to do on an ordinary day, taking into account the different specialist units. A questionnaire 
was elaborated from the findings. It was sent to 130 further Spanish police stations to be filled in by police members 
of different ranks in order to probe the relevance of the competences selected. Their feedback was decisive in the 
shaping of a practical syllabus for the subjects closely responding to the police profession, instead of the previous 
more theoretical approach that meant dwelling on contents already demanded from applicants in the competitive 
examination to access the Corps.  
The questionnaires collected revealed that proficiency in police-related English was extensively considered of 
paramount importance for law enforcers (División de Formación y Perfeccionamiento DGP, 2006, p. 69). In fact, 
the public exam for the Executive Scale includes a foreign language general test: candidates can choose between 
English and French, and taking both is considered a plus. Given that the specific law enforcement purposes of the 
L2 are absent from this screening phase, the new syllabus wisely concentrates all language lessons on LSP. 
According to the perspective suggested by Dudley-Evans and St John (1998, p. 8), presenting the whole of ELT as a 
continuum from clearly definable General English courses through to very specific courses, the National Police 
English syllabus places its contents on the most specific side of the spectrum. 
The English Department at the National Police School is composed of lecturers and law enforcers with a degree 
in modern languages. Coordinated teaching between professors and police English practitioners is a privileged 
community of practice for an ESP environment. All materials and resources are constantly updated, and the 
evaluation system is agreed upon. Staff members attend refreshing courses abroad in locations such as the Police 
College at Bramshill, England. 
2. Needs analysis and syllabus design 
A needs analysis should be the first step in designing language programmes (Martinez & Sanz, 2008, p. 69, 85). 
This should include: 1. the target situation analysis, which provides information about objective and product-
oriented needs: the skills and language needed for the context in which learners will use the L2; 2. the learning
situation analysis, which provides information about subjective needs; and 3. the means analysis, which provides 
information about the educational contexts. 
An understanding of the target situation is centre stage for syllabus and materials design (Tomlinson, 2005, p. 
309). The target situation analysis (Chambers 1980, based on Mumby’s communicative needs processor, 1978) aims 
to determine what students need to be able to do in English as a result of the course, and achieves this outcome by 
means of activities which mirror those of the target work situation. These are essentially task oriented and 
interactive, involving authentic material (Byram, 2000, p. 495). The process of gathering and interpreting 
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information on the uses to which language learners will put the target language learnt from instruction (Byram & 
Hu, 2013, p. 500) is complementary to the so-called present situation analysis, aiming to determine students’ present 
level of competence. 
The needs analysis reveals typical language routines of students’ work contexts and the linguistic forms most 
frequently used in the specialist area. Each situation has its preferred forms of communication (genres) (Byram 
2000, p. 493). Skills are taught because the learner needs them for purposes beyond the learning environment itself 
(Fatihi, 2003, p. 48). 
3. Target situations in police English 
Scrutiny of the learners' real world professional communicative requirements led to identify the following blocks 
of police-related situations to shape the course syllabus: 
1. TRAFFIC INTERVENTIONS: Police roadblocks, fines, field sobriety procedures, crashes. 
2. SUSPECT INTERVIEWING: Identification, investigative interviews, description of suspects/vehicle, 
composite pictures. 
3. DETENTIONS: Frisk and search, arrest, Miranda rights, detentions at the prison cell, statements. 
4.  CITIZENS’ REQUESTS: Directions, complaints, lost property. 
5. INCIDENTS: Emergency calls, bank robbery with hostages, negotiations, assistance to victims, violent 
crowds and riots, evacuation protocols. 
6. INTERNATIONAL BORDERS: Customs/airport/border procedures. 
7. Thus, the pre-requisite target language needs profile of law enforcers was embodied in a syllabus based on the 
description of the skills and language needed for the most customary communicative events in policing, with a 
shift from language system to language use, from texts to learners. Most of the situations take place in oral 
contexts and speaking is the predominant skill, although written procedures must not be neglected.    
Authentic materials from different sources were gathered to illustrate instances of real life paradigmatic situations 
and provide the necessary link between the classroom and the outside world, as well as exposure to real samples of 
the language: web pages, newspapers, TV news broadcasts and reality shows, recorded interviews, forms, films and 
TV series, videotaped police proceedings, legal texts from English speaking countries... 
4. Types of tasks 
Identifying the target situations in typical police-related contexts involves focusing on the input that illustrates the 
characteristic language required for managing in those situations, and then designing the classroom tasks (both 
practice and communication tasks) conducive to develop such language.  
Learners do different tasks in the target situations which can be practised independently in the initial stages: 
writing a report, filling in forms with information provided by citizens, suspects or witnesses; giving a presentation 
at an international meeting or conference, or managing databases in English, to name but a few. The situations are 
commonly framed within standard communicative techniques such as simulation, global simulation and roleplay, 
which allow for different group dynamics and graded tasks in mixed ability classes.  
Scripts are established as part of the initial contact phase for the situations (controlled practice, with a focus on 
accuracy), but as students get progressively familiar with the language and the communicative context, they are 
encouraged to use their creativity and engage in situational communication exchanges, with the teacher as a monitor 
and facilitator. The use of realia and authentic police equipment in the simulations help create an atmosphere of 
authenticity. 
5. Assessment of students’ oral performance in the target situation  
Evaluation is a very important issue in an institution where career itself is affected by the grade scale. In a typical 
general English syllabus, objective assessment is easier to accomplish than in the evaluation of target language use 
(TLU) situational interactions, where the criteria for correctness are based on indigenous assessment criteria, “used 
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by subject specialists in assessing the communicative performances of apprentices” (Douglas, 2000, p. 68), as well 
as target language knowledge and background knowledge assessment criteria. English teachers establish these 
assessment criteria in cooperation with in-service police officers, content teachers and police students, to guarantee 
their relevance. Traditional testing is not enough if the professional L2 needs of the trainee officers are taken into 
account.
In the case of students’ written production, correction techniques and evaluation scales are usually clear and 
fairly understandable. When facing an oral target situation, it is essential to have crystal-clear evaluation criteria 
which are explicitly stated. 
The assessment checklist in the new syllabus comprises the following ten headings for oral TLU situations: 
Table1. Assessment criteria checklist. 
ASSESSMENT CRITERIA Poor Fair Good Very Good Excellent
1. COMPREHENSION 
INTELLIGIBILITY of own production 
FULL UNDERSTANDING of partner’s discourse 
ABILITY TO UNDERSTAND COLLOQUIAL AND NON-LITERAL 
LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL REFERENCES 
2. INTERACTIONS 




COOPERATION AND NEGOTIATION OF MEANING 
RESPONSE TO UNPREDICTABILITY 
3. COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
RECONTEXTUALISATION AND REPHRASING 
COMMUNICATIVE STRATEGIES 
INTERVIEWING SKILLS 
CLARITY AND EXPLICITNESS, ELIMINATION OF AMBIGUITY 
ECONOMY OF EXPRESSION 
4. LANGUAGE ACCURACY 
GRAMMAR 
VARIETY AND APPROPRIATENESS OF VOCABULARY 
PRONUNCIATION 
INTONATION AND STRESS PATTERNS 
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7. BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE 
CONTENT 
PROFESSIONAL DISCOURSE (specific terminology and genres) 
8. INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 
CROSS-CULTURAL AWARENESS AND EMPATHY 





COHESION AND COHERENCE 
10. OVERALL QUALITY 
OVERALL COMMUNICATIVE EFFECTIVENESS 
The use of this assessment checklist when police students are roleplaying a TLU situation allows the language 
instructor to evaluate the learner’s progress clearly (both formative and summative evaluation) and enables students 
to know beforehand what is expected of them, resulting in beneficial backwash. The grid is useful for self-
assessment and peer-assessment, as well as external assessment by other target language instructors and even 
content teachers from the background knowledge areas concerned, if they are proficient in English. 
Some of the headings might present ambiguities in the case of trainee officers coming from other countries, who 
receive instruction in Ávila under an international agreement. This is particularly the case in numbers 5, 6 and 8. 
Different cultural backgrounds may account for diverse perceptions of the same situation and, while they can pose a 
challenge, it is also true that they raise awareness of cross-cultural factors which may go unnoticed otherwise. 
6. Conclusions 
A syllabus based on target situations is motivating for ESP apprentices, who see its practical relevance, get more 
actively involved in their learning process, and lose their fear of foreign language barriers in real professional 
intercourses. The target situation list cannot be considered exhaustive, since further needs may be detected as the 
course advances. A negotiated syllabus model allows for the introduction of additional communicative events to 
finely tune the contents to each particular group of students, especially in the case of experienced police officers in 
promotion courses.  
The selection of language with a high communicative potential for police target situations makes students 
efficient communicators in that context, and enhances their chances of success as users of specific English within 
their professional community. 
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